This study aims to explain how sustainability reporting and stakeholder engagement processes serve as vehicles of dialogic accounting, a form of critical accounting that creates opportunities for stakeholders to express their opinions, and the influence of dialogic interactions on the content of sustainability reports.
The features and effects of dialogic interactions in SES reporting have not been adequately addressed by both scholars and practitioners. The quality of SES reporting and stakeholder engagement has often been associated with the emerging topic of dialogic accounting (DA), also addressed as "polylogic accounting" (see Dillard & Roslender, 2011) , a form of critical accounting that attempts to create spaces and opportunities for stakeholders whose expectations or opinions are ignored in traditional reports . Stakeholder engagement, for instance, plays a fundamental role in every dialogic (or polylogic) codification process because it allows for a more pluralist expression of public interest, thus "mitigating the dominance of instrumental rationality" (Dillard & Ruchala, 2005, p. 621) .
Although DA does not coincide or overlap with SES reporting-in fact, it often goes beyond stakeholder engagement itself-encouraging the involvement of interested parties in this process can act as an important vehicle of codification and create a new dialogic representation of reality.
Inspired by these considerations, this is one of the first studies to explain how sustainability reporting and stakeholder engagement practices can serve as vehicles of dialogic accounting-a novel approach to SES reporting that challenges several accounting and sustainability practices (Thomson et al., 2014) . Since sustainability accounting usually focuses on corporate accounts and reports, scholars and practitioners alike have largely failed to acknowledge the importance of involving institutions, local communities, and stakeholders in a much broader manner. In fact, dialogic activism often sees accounting entities as having a negative effect on the community. Sustainability accounting, by contrast, requires the empowerment of the community in order to resist the threats and hazards from unsustainable "thought-language" (Cooper et al., 2005; Gray et al., 2014; Lehman, 2002) , which in turn enables communities to recognize their value in shaping the future of the planet.
A more thorough understanding of DA practices in SES reporting can help us better evaluate whether mandatory disclosure or certification policies are necessary, and whether improved guidelines for accounting and reporting are required. Above all else, this paper contributes to debates in the field of critical accounting by providing evidence of attempts to implement-both consciously and unconsciously-DA practices through sustainability reports. Unfortunately, the relationship between dialogic and social accounting is rarely mentioned in the scholarly literature, even though there is evidence that organizations can foster dialogic processes through SES reporting.
The article is structured as follows. In the following section we discuss the theoretical framework of DA and its connection with SES reporting, the latter of which is linked to stakeholder engagement practices and the principles of materiality and relevance. Section 3 describes our mixed methodology approach based on content analysis and semi-structured interviews that were used to gather evidence on how DA often emerges through SES reporting and related stakeholder engagement processes. Section 4 presents the results of our empirical research on a large sample of Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) SES reports. The concluding section discusses stakeholder engagement, dialogue, and participation through either a convergent or agonistic perspective, and assesses the state of the field, emphasizing the practical implications of our work, the limits of our research, and the possibility of developing new DA approaches that involve SES reporting and related stakeholder engagement processes.
Theoretical framework
This section discusses the scholarly literature that addresses the link between SES accounting and stakeholder engagement as vehicles of dialogic accounting (e.g. Dillard & Roslender, 2011; Brown & Dillard, 2013a . We describe the role played by stakeholder engagement in SES accounting and reporting practices, and then define "dialogic accounting", an umbrella term that is often used by contemporary scholars and practitioners.
Many international standards for SES accounting and reporting require stakeholder engagement in order to produce a complete and useful document for its intended users (AccountAbility, 2011; Global Reporting Initiative, 2013a; Manetti, 2011) . It is safe to say that stakeholder engagement is not only at the very core of SES accounting and reporting, but that sustainability reporting itself is (or should be) a dialogic process that examines accountability relationships between stakeholders and organizations . This is why previous studies on SES accounting have focused on enhancing levels of democratic interaction (Dey, 2003; Gray, 1997; Boyce, 2000; Gray & Bebbington, 2001; Brown, 2009 ) and, most recently, attempts to create new DA practices and technologies that promote stakeholder engagement and interaction (Bebbington et al., 2007; Frame & Brown, 2008; Thomson & Bebbington, 2005) . In fact, Thomson and Bebbington (2005) claim that stakeholder engagement is of utmost importance in SES accounting, arguing that it should address conflicts among stakeholders, recognize diverse viewpoints, and explicitly manage power dynamics. Thomson and Bebbington (2004; also discuss the extent to which DA stimulates SES reporting practices among corporations. They argue that DA should support SES reporting in raising awareness of the unsustainable nature of current socio-economic systems, thereby improving decision-making processes and creating a more sustainable future for the planet (Bebbington et al., 2007; Contraffatto et al., 2015; Dillard & Roslender, 2011; Gray, 2010; Gray et al., 2014; Lehman, 2001 Lehman, , 2002 . DA often shapes the contents of conventional SES reports and empowers local, national, and international communities (Lombardi, 2016) , which means that it gives stakeholders an opportunity to alter the future by using SES reporting to influence corporate policies. For instance, Freire (2005) claims that dialogic codifications serve as representations of community life, societal structures, and the various "thought-languages" that condition an organization's actions. These dialogic codifications provide "meaningful representations of the [concrete] existential situations" found within the community (Freire, 2005, p. 105) . Bebbington and her colleagues (2007) see DA as the engagement and involvement of multiple constituencies in projecting and developing innovative accounting tools and techniques that gather, manage, and report relevant and timely information. This in turn allows stakeholders to participate in decision-making processes and dialogue that could lead to the creation of shared platforms and solutions to problems associated with organizational conduct (Vinnari & Dillard, 2016; Bebbington et al., 2007; Bellucci et al., 2019) . Brown and Dillard (2014) have proposed several new approaches to DA that are worth considering, including scenario workshops, deliberative mapping, multi-criteria analysis, open space technologies, Q methodology, and dissensus conferences. They argue that these methods "combine stakeholder assessments with specialist appraisals in ways that emphasize diversity, contestability and social learning; highlighting the divergent ways in which issues can be framed as a basis for debate" , p. 1127 .
The contested nature of accounting information-and the importance of responding to a wider range of interested constituencies-has led many scholars to re-think their views on reporting practices, including calls for new accounting processes that recognize the pluralist nature of contemporary society (Boyce, 2000; Cooper & Morgan, 2013; Dillard & Ruchala, 2005; Macintosh & Baker, 2002) . By supporting stakeholder engagement and community participation, DA involves the creation of a public forum where diverse constituencies can express opinions and different points of view-including discussions of related ideologies and power relations-without assuming a single, shared framework that is based on an agonistic approach to democracy. DA allows stakeholders with divergent socio-political perspectives to express different views on accountability, how these phenomena are accounted for, and on whose terms. In many respects, the absence of consensus or explicit dissent can be best understood via an agonistic perspective (Brown, 2009; Dillard & Roslender, 2011; Dillard & Yuthas, 2013) . Stakeholders who participate in pluralistic processes are given a chance to better understand their differences, while also emphasizing their common ground, thus creating a public forum where diverse constituencies can share ideas and points of view, organize and formulate possible projects, and/or stimulate actions that are "more collectively robust" (Stirling, 2008, p. 280) . Participation, discussion, and comparison quicken "critical reflection on taken for granted understandings and practices, opening the way for transformative change of individuals, groups, organizations and institutions" (Brown & Dillard, 2015, p. 966) .
It is important to emphasize that DA has two alternative aims: 1. Create a deliberative, general consensus (Power & Laughlin, 1996; Laughlin, 1987 Laughlin, , 2007 that is based on Habermas' "ideal speech situation"-in other words, communication among stakeholders in undistorted conditions (Habermas, 1984 (Habermas, , 1987 (Habermas, , 1989 ) that can be expressed in a "a discursive arena that is home to citizen debate, deliberation, agreement and action" (Villa, 1992, p. 712; Dahlberg, 2005) ; 2. Assemble a collection of divergent socio-political views in an agonistic perspective, highlighting the values and assumptions associated with different viewpoints and recognizing the need for multiple engagements between different actors across various political spaces (Gray, 2002; O'Dwyer, 2005; Brown & Dillard, 2013a . The agonistic approach is particularly interesting in the context of the present study because stakeholder engagement helps synthesize the different points of views that are often found among groups with diverse interests. This approach recognizes the need for multiple engagements between different actors across various political spaces (Gray, 2002; O'Dwyer, 2005) and is based on an agonistic model of participation (Brown, 2009; Dillard & Roslender, 2011; Dillard & Brown, 2012; Brown & Dillard, 2013a .
As in pharmacology, when a chemical binds to (and activates) a receptor in order to produce a biological response, the agonistic approach can foster and stimulate democratic decision-making processes. Indeed, Mouffe (1995) argues that agonistic approaches are opposed to the Marxist concept of "materialism," emphasizing instead the positive aspects of certain forms of political conflict. Thus, conflict is given a permanent role in the agonistic worldview, oftentimes stressing how conflict can be channeled in a positive manner. For this reason, supporters of the agonistic perspective are especially concerned with debates about democracy.
Agonistic approaches are also used to bring closure to the stakeholder engagement process. Interactive relationships among diverse stakeholders should result in a network that supports emerging facts. However, "the (ant)agonistic framework requires that once closure has been attained and a new dominant hegemonic order established, the process is immediately opened up again allowing appeal by the excluded parties" (Vinnari & Dillard, 2016, p. 39) . In other words, the positive results of addressing conflict should influence the accounting and reporting process by legitimizing dissenting and supportive constituencies, granting them a more prominent role in the decision-making process and future deliberations.
Brown's ideas (2009) on the relationship between agonistic democracy and DA have found support among his peers (Blackburn et al., 2014; Brown, 2009; Brown & Dillard, 2013a Dillard & Brown, 2012 Dillard & Roslender, 2011; Dillard & Yuthas, 2013; Söderbaum & Brown, 2010; Vinnari & Dillard, 2016) . In fact, some of these authors have embraced the expression "agonistic DA" (Brown, 2009; Dillard & Brown, 2012; Vinnari & Dillard, 2016) , a phrase that refers to the decisive moments that often arise when implementing a project based on the logic of pluralism. Thus, agonistic DA highlights the so-called "paradox of pluralism"; it creates boundaries between social actors and parties, but its main aim is to valorize and overcome differences through dialogue and debate.
Agonism and pluralism require stakeholder and community engagement in order to create a broader audience, even though obtaining tangible results ought to be a primary goal. In other words, agonistic DA should bring closure to the engagement process by incorporating democratic decision-making strategies (Vinnari & Dillard, 2016) .
In both deliberative and agonistic approaches, recognizing a diverse array of ideological orientations, enabling access for non-experts, and ensuring effective participation are core principles of DA (Brown, 2009; Brown & Dillard, 2013a . Monologic accounting, by contrast, operates under the assumption that the informational needs of investors can affect the values and principles of accounting and reporting systems. As Brown (2009) explains, "monologic accounting also reflects a finality orientation; the 'facts speaking for themselves '..." (p. 316) .
Recently, Dillard (2013a, 2013b) have tried to foster accounting practices that are more receptive to the needs of a plural society, thus taking into account stakeholder values and interests (Brown, 2009 ). These practices are often referred to as DA, a concept that recognizes various points of views and refuses to regard capital markets and investors as priority stakeholders. It is also worth noting that DA rejects the idea of a universal narrative, preferring to think of institutions as being beholden to diverse perspectives and the interests of a wide variety of stakeholders.
According to Freire (2005) , DA does not hope to simply account for an organization's choices and actions, but rather demonstrate what the organization has done in terms of recognizing "thought-languages" that constrain or criticize its actions, thereby transforming the community in which the organization is situated (Freire, 2005) . These dialogic accountswhich Freire calls "codifications"-should provide "meaningful representations of the [concrete] existential situations" (Freire, 2005, p. 105) in the community.
DA also provides the community with new opportunities to stimulate dialogue, create solutions for pressing problems, and expose physical, cultural, or intellectual barriers-so called "limiting situations and factors" (Freire, 2005, p. 99) . However, Freire (2005) claims that a risk associated with dialogic accounting practices (especially counter accounts) involves the ways in which organizations marginalize alternative voices that adopt an agonistic perspective, thereby providing accountability traces for decisions that have already been made or omitted. According to , disclosing dissenting views in annual reports or SES reports can help stakeholders re-establish debates on economic, social, or environmental issues, while also drawing attention to bad business practices that have been dismissed or minimized by organizations in the past.
Research design

Sample and data
In order to pursue our research objectives, we created a sample of sustainability reports that were prepared in accordance with the G4 version of the GRI guidelines. Although other international organizations offer SES reporting guidelines-indeed, this sample should not be considered representative of all global organizations that publish SES reports-the guidelines provided by the GRI are the most trusted and widespread standard for sustainability reporting (Thorne et al., 2014; Manetti & Bellucci, 2016; Diouf & Boiral, 2017) , as more than 13,000 organizations from more than 80 countries currently use (or have used) GRI guidelines to produce their sustainability reports (Bellucci and Manetti, 2018; Global Reporting Initiative, 2013) . Even though sustainability practices often vary between countries (Schaltegger et al., 2014) , the GRI provides a unified standard for sustainability reporting and, in principle, allows us to compare information and engage in benchmarking between various organizations (Diouf & Boiral, 2017; Marimon et al., 2012) . We selected sustainability reports that had the following features:
• accordance with the GRI-G4 standard -"core" and "comprehensive" adherence levels; • external assurance; • reports were published in 2016; • the organizations are private companies (owned by either non-governmental organizations or several stakeholders), state-owned companies (legal entities created by government in order to undertake commercial activities on behalf of the state), or subsidiaries (companies controlled by another company by owning more than 50% of voting stock); • availability on the GRI's online sustainability disclosure database. We concluded that 351 organizations in the GRI database posted sustainability reports that met some or all of these criteria. We then excluded 52 reports that were written in languages other than English, Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian-in other words, languages that our research team were unable to read-or whose information was unavailable when the content analysis was being performed.
All in all, our sample is based on the annual reports of 299 organizations from several different sectors. Table 1 provides a complete overview of the types of organizations included in our sample and the sector in which they operate. Europe is the most represented region (138 organizations) in our sample, followed by South America (63), Asia (59), North America (33), Africa (4), and Oceania (2). Our sample consists of 100 multinationals (MNE), 191 large enterprises (Large), and 8 small or medium enterprises (SME). The headquarters of all the organizations in our sample are located in either Europe, Asia, or North America.
Even though our sample is heterogeneous in terms of company size, industry, and geographic locations, the sample selection is in line with previous studies that deal with stakeholder engagement and sustainability reporting, making use of samples that feature different types of companies from several different countries (Ayuso, Ángel Rodríguez, García-Castro, & Ángel Ariño, 2011; Boiral, 2013; Frias-Aceituno, Rodríguez-Ariza, & Garcia-Sánchez, 2014; Sierra-García, Zorio-Grima, & García-Benau, 2015; Manetti & Bellucci, 2016) . Selecting all the companies that followed GRI-G4 standards reduces problems related to heterogeneity. The adoption of GRI standards enhances our ability to compare sustainability reports (GRI, 2006) , allowing users to compare the information over time alongside information disclosed by other companies that are also GRI adopters (Diouf and Boiral, 2017) . Moreover, we have conducted tests to control for potential differences in stakeholder engagement practices and dialogic behaviors among companies that vary in size and operate in different industries. More specifically, we have assessed the impact of size, geographic location, and different level of adherence to GRI standards (Appendix 2).
Methodology
We opted for a mixed methodology that is built on content analysis and semi-structured interviews. Employing a mixed methodology allowed us to obtain a more complete picture of the phenomenon under study (Webb et al., 1966) , improve the validity of our various theoretical propositions, and familiarize readers with the subject/context of our research (Ihantola & Kihn, 2011) . Indeed, these factors explain why scholars in the field of accounting studies have called for greater use of mixed methodology approaches in recent years (Creswell & Clark, 2007) .
Content analysis of SES reports
In the first phase of our research, a content analysis of stakeholder engagement was performed in order to better understand the various features of the stakeholder engagement process and determine if these characteristics point towards some form of DA. Content analysis is a research technique based on the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication (Berelson, 1952) . According to Bryman and Bell (2015) , content analysis has been increasingly used in business research to examine media items and annual reports.
The reliability of the data produced by our content analysis can be assured by using multiple coders and reporting/analyzing discrepancies that emerge between the coders (Milne & Adler, 1999; Guthrie et al., 2004; Manetti & Bellucci, 2016) . Given the large size of the sample and the vast amount of text that needed to be processed, the data collection team was composed of five junior researchers, one supervisor, and one coordinator. According to Elo and Kyngäs (2008) , the internal validity of content analysis can be assessed by using agreement coefficients (Weber, 1990) , such as Cohen's κ coefficient. Since coders may agree on coding categories by chance, Cohen's K coefficient (Cohen, 1960) allows us to overcome this problem by calculating the difference between actual and expected agreement rates. Some scholars argue that this method represents the most widely used measure of inter-judge reliability (Perrault & Leigh, 1989) . Content validation requires the creation of a panel of experts that can support concept production and/or coding issues (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004) and promote dialogue among researchers, which will in turn help build consensus as to how the data is categorized. Using these ideas as a guide, we created a four-step strategy that ensures the reliability of our analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2015) :
1. Sample definition: we defined the full set of reports to be analyzed; 2. Drafting the coding categories: we worked on a first draft of the coding categories (see Table 2 ); 3. Coding test: Many tests were conducted on the coding procedure to highlight ambiguous or unclear interpretations of the rules. Each coder performed an independent test of the coding rules through a preliminary content analysis on the same random subsample of 20 reports. The results were compared and differences of interpretation were discussed. Reports have been double checked to ensure the reliability of the process (an exception was made when the coder was an expert in a specific language); 4. Revision of the coding rules and final version: the pilot test enabled us to fine-tune our various tools and coding procedures, delete useless categories, and add new, more insightful categories. This resulted in a clear and coherent set of detection and classification rules. Another report was analyzed by the entire team in order to synchronize our methods. We then distributed the reports among individual team members, dividing the workload in such a way as to ensure that each member had a chance to analyze reports from a wide variety of organizations, while also taking into account type, dimensions, and sector. This phase of the analysis allowed us to check for coding inter-reliability. Each researcher discussed the results of the analysis with the supervisor. When significant differences were found, the different interpretations were discussed between the junior researcher and the supervisor. This procedure was repeated until a Cohen's K coefficient of inter-reliability of at least 0.8 was obtained between the researcher and the supervisor.
The 299 reports in our study were downloaded from the GRI website, given a unique ID, and their content was manually analyzed. A specific data entry grid was developed in order to support the data collection phase, the coding scheme, and the categorization of concepts. External appendices or secondary reports were not included in the analysis.
Using both GRI guidelines and the scholarly literature on stakeholder engagement disclosure as guides (Gray, 2000; Manetti, 2011; Perrini & Tencati, 2011; Bebbington et al., 2007; Brown, 2009; Brown & Dillard, 2013; Bellucci & Manetti, 2017) , we developed our own coding categories, emphasizing the following types of data:
• the general characteristics of the reports;
• the methods used during the stakeholder engagement process: the disclosure of stakeholder engagement methods is required by the G4-26 standard. Analyzing these reports allowed us to identify the most widely-used methodologies (see Table  2 ); • the reported categories of engaged stakeholders: the G4-24 standard requires companies to report the main stakeholder groups that have been engaged. The stakeholder categories identified in our analysis support some of the stakeholder engagement reporting schemes proposed by other scholars (Bellucci & Manetti, 2017; 2018; Perrini & Tencati, 2011) ; • the features of stakeholder engagement: we relied on the framework proposed by Manetti (2011) and the GRI to identify certain aspects of stakeholder engagement. Three categories are used to detect the presence of DA, including the presence of stakeholder opinions on previous reports (Manetti, 2011) , the disclosure of forms of cooperation among different stakeholder groups (Gray, 2000; Bebbington et al., 2007; Brown, 2009; Brown & Dillard, 2013) , and the descriptions of difficulties faced in the stakeholder engagement process (GRI G4-27 standard). Although special emphasis was placed on the stakeholder engagement section, the entire report was subjected to a content analysis. The research team created specific guidelines to code information. These guidelines were based on content and keywords related to the main concepts discussed in each category. A pilot test was conducted to detect unclear rules and standardize the classification strategies of the researchers. Table 2 lists the data that was produced by our content analysis. Much of it complements the information gathered from the GRI Sustainability Database. Moreover, given the heterogeneity of our sample, we performed a statistical analysis to verify whether size, level of adherence to the GRI G4, and location affect the three main variables that are commonly associated with DA (e.g. disclosure of stakeholder opinions on previous reports, difficulties, and interactions among different stakeholder groups). We ran three different logit models, using several indicator variables (see Appendix 2). Stakeholder opinions, difficulties, and interactions among different groups of stakeholders were used as dependent variables; firm size, industry, and adherence level were used as independent variables. In order to make the analyses more robust, we ran three linear probability models to test the same equations.
Table 2 -List and description of data collected from Content Analysis
Variable label Description
General info
Type Report format (PDF or web-based)
Language
Language in which the report was written
Stakeholder engagement (SE) section
Indicates if there is a specific section devoted to SE
SE role
Indicates the role of SE in the report
Stated methodologies used for SE (GRI G4-26 standard)
Indicates if SE is performed through:
Standard procedures e.g. formal channels, presentation of annual reports Reported engaged stakeholders (GRI G4-24 standard; Bellucci & Manetti, 2017; Perrini & Tencati, 2011) Indicates if the report presents the following as engaged class of stakeholders:
Shareholders shareholders and investors
Employees employees and their representatives (e.g. unions)
Customers customers
Suppliers suppliers, contractors, and subcontractors
Government governments, authorities, and regulators
NGOs non-Governmental Organizations, members of civil society, and non-profit organizations Local communities communities, community members, traditional councils, and community trusts
Others
Indicates if there are other classes of engaged stakeholders included in the report
Stakeholder Engagement
SE degree
(GRI G4-38 and G4-40 standards; Manetti, 2011) General evaluation of the degree of stakeholder involvement (absent, information, consultation, empowerment) (Manetti, 2011) Indicates if stakeholder opinions on previous reports are reported
Stakeholders opinions
Stakeholders issue
Indicates if stakeholder issues are reported in the SE section or only in the materiality matrix
Quotations
Indicates if quotations from at least one stakeholder are reported Cooperation among different stakeholder groups (Gray, 2000; Bebbington et al. 2007; Brown, 2009; Brown and Dillard, 2013) These forms of cooperation include, but are not limited to multistakeholder fora and roundtables with representatives of different stakeholder categories.
SE for materiality
Indicates if it is clearly stated that SE is used for a materiality check
SE guidelines
Indicates if a company decided to follow any specific guidelines for SE reporting beyond those that are included in the GRI
Assurance reported (GRI G4-33 standard)
Indicates if it is reported that an external assurance specifically devoted to SE is in use
Indicates if the report describes the main difficulties faced during the SE process
Level of covering
Indicates the extent to which the SE process was covered in the report (superficial, intermediate, deep)
Pages of SE section
Indicates the ratio between pages dedicated to SE and the entire report.
Semi-structured interviews
We used semi-structured interviews in the second part of our analysis in order to draw attention to organizations whose stakeholder engagement disclosures pointed towards potential forms of DA. The phrase "potential forms of DA" refers to practices suggesting that DA is being employed. The presence of DA was then confirmed by interviewing CSR representatives (Solomon & Darby, 2005) . Our content analysis allowed us to build a sub-sample of 62 organizations that showed one or more signs of DA, including:
• the organization claims that different groups of stakeholders band together, in either an agonistic or collaborative perspective, to discuss various topics and issues; • the organization mentions that specific struggles emerged in the relationship between one or more group of stakeholders, while also noting how these difficulties have been addressed; • the organization discusses stakeholder views on previous versions of the report. If our content analysis can help us understand how companies engage stakeholders and what they disclose in sustainability reports about this process, then it is safe to say that the semi-structured interviews allow us to understand why companies are interested in DA and how this form of interaction affects stakeholders.. Semi-structured interviews are often used in tandem with quantitative techniques (e.g. content analysis) in order to produce a mixedmethodology approach (Bryman & Bell, 2015) . In other words, the qualitative part of our study allowed our research team to collect a vast amount of material that complements the raw data that was gathered and coded during the content analysis stage. Moreover, we wanted to shift focus from the content of sustainability reports to the representatives of organizations that disclosed them. We believed that interviews could lead to deeper analysis of the various organizations that showed signs of employing DA.
We also developed a schedule for these semi-structured interviews that highlighted collaboration among different groups of stakeholders, the management of dissenting views, and the presence of discordant voices. Table 3 presents the main questions included in the interview schedule.
We administered this schedule (via Skype or telephone) to representatives that organizations indicate in their CSR report as referents for corporate responsibility issues (mainly CSR, stakeholder engagement, SES reporting area directors and risk management officers) of 62 organizations that showed signs of DA. When we contacted the organizations, we made sure that all the interviewees were playing a leading role in CSR management, despite having different job titles. Since high-level managers are often quite busy, we followed a twostep procedure that was drawn up by Healey and Rawlinson (1993) . This involved writing to representatives of the organizations in our sample to request participation in the study and arrange an interview. We then wrote letters explaining our research and a possible interview schedule. Since "polite persistence" is often crucial in situations like this (Healey & Rawlinson, 1993) , a reminder was sent to organizations that did not reply four weeks after the initial correspondence. A total of 16 organizations agreed to be interviewed. We also tested for nonresponse bias in our sample by examining the differences between responding and nonresponding organizations. T-tests indicate that there are no significant differences in size, profitability, and leverage between the two groups (see Table 6 in Appendix 1). The interviews were conducted between April and June 2017, lasting an average of 30 minutes. The shortest interview was 25 minutes; the longest was 35 minutes. Jones et al., 2002; Van Huijstee and Glasbergen, 2008; Prado-Lorenzo et al., 2009) 1. How important is it for your organization to involve stakeholders in defining the contents of the annual report or CSR/Sustainability report? 2. How important is it for your organization to involve stakeholders in defining corporate strategies? 3. Why do you think it is important to engage stakeholders?
Role and effects of DA (Gray, 2000; Bebbington et al. 2007; Stirling, 2008; Vinnari and Dillard, 2016) 4. Does the company create opportunities for stakeholders from different groups to cooperate and express their opinions? If so, how? 5. What is the main goal in creating opportunities for different groups of stakeholders to cooperate and express their opinions? 6. What kind of impact does the interaction among different stakeholder groups have on corporate strategy? 7. What kind of impact does the interaction among different stakeholder groups have on the definition of issues, topics, and indicators reported in the CSR/Sustainability report?
How to support DA (Brown, 2009; Söderbaum, P. and Brown, J., 2010; Brown and Dillard, 2013; Manetti and Bellucci 2016) 8. Who is primary responsible for promoting interaction among different stakeholder groups? 9. Can you describe the channels that are used to account for interaction among different stakeholder groups, and how stakeholders are selected and convened? 10. Does your organization make use of photos and/or other visual material in order to involve stakeholders from different cultures or linguistic domains? 11. What are the main costs and benefits of promoting interaction among different groups of stakeholders?
Managing dissenting views and further evolution of DA (Brown, 2009, p. 330; Dillard and Roslender, 2011; Dillard and Yuthas, 2013; Vinnari and Dillard, 2016) 12. How do you think your relationship with stakeholders will change in the future? 13. How do you respond when "discordant opinions" from (or among) different stakeholders are detected? 14. Does your organization report on dissenting views in the annual report or CSR/Sustainability report? 15. How does your organization respond to dissenting views when they arise? 16. What are the most common reasons for ending dialogue on an unresolved issue with a stakeholder or a group of stakeholders?
Our primary questions focused on why the organization is interested in engaging stakeholders, what opportunities exist for different stakeholders to cooperate, the impact on strategies and costs of stakeholder interaction, and how the organizations manage dissenting views and discordant opinions. Answers were coded and then used to verify, complement, and build upon the quantitative results that emerged via the content analysis.
In order to assure the validity of these interviews, the schedule was approved by two external senior researchers who assessed the neutrality of the questions. Our research goals were explained to the interviewee in detail before the interview began. The authors personally carried out the interviews. They then discussed their findings, determining the reliability and trustworthiness of the research by reviewing the interview transcripts and interview field notes, thus making the data collection method dependable and traceable (Bianchi & Andrews, 2015) . Answers were then transcribed and coded according to our specific research goals. We followed McCracken's analytic method, which was inspired by the open, axial, and selective coding steps associated with grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) , many of which presume that the researcher has used one or more theoretical frameworks while developing his or her data analysis process and research questions (McCracken, 1988) . The authors read and reviewed each interview transcript twice, adding several comments and observations. This material was then used to create preliminary descriptive and interpretive categories. The authors examined these preliminary categories in order to identify connections and basic themes. All of the themes that showed up in our interviews were examined in order to delineate the most prominent themes in the data.
Our use of both quantitative content analysis and qualitative semi-structured interviews led to the findings discussed in Section 4, thus contributing to our understanding of how stakeholder engagement and SES reporting can serve as vehicles of DA.
Results
The results of our content analysis provide insight into various aspects of the stakeholder engagement process. We tried to determine whether or not stakeholder engagement activities are included in a dedicated section of the report, the aims and scope of these activities, how they are performed, and who the recipients of these activities are. In order to assess the potential signs of DA, we also investigated the presence of stakeholder opinions in previous reports, discussions of difficulties that were faced when engaging stakeholders, and discussions of initiatives that were aimed at promoting interaction among different groups of stakeholders. The results of the content analysis are summarized in Table 4 . Notes: ° results of the comparisons for the categories "Stakeholder perceptions", "Difficulties met with stakeholders" and "Cooperation among different stakeholder groups" are omitted because those categories were used to define companies that show signs of dialogic accounting (DA) from the others (non-DA). We did not assess chi-square for the items with non-mutually exclusive coding categories ( "SE methodologies" and "Key stakeholders").
Stakeholder engagement practices in SES reports
GRI guidelines recommend that stakeholder engagement activities be disclosed in a specific section of the report. Our content analysis shows that 84.28% of the organizations in our sample meet this criterion. A separate section dedicated to stakeholder engagement makes the report more significant and material, and the communication of stakeholder engagement more effective.
23.08% of the companies in our sample state that stakeholder engagement allows the organization to define strategic objectives, while 31.44% of the organizations claim that it helps them prepare the report itself. 36% of the organizations in our sample, however, state that stakeholder engagement is useful for both meeting strategic objectives and preparing the report.
GRI principle G4-26 requires a description of the approaches that are used when an organization engages with stakeholders. We looked for descriptions of the tools used by the sample organizations. Our results show that the most common methods are meetings (81.49% of the organizations use this method), followed by bulletins and newsletters, annual reports, and/or consumer hotlines (78.25%), and surveys (69.81%). While these methods imply a oneor two-way communication approach between organizations and their stakeholders, meetings can be used to facilitate interactions among different groups of stakeholders, thereby acting as a DA tool. The organizations in our study also make use of interviews (49.35%), social media (46.75%), and web apps (46.75%), while focus groups (31.49%) are the least utilized tool in stakeholder engagement, which is probably due to higher costs per stakeholder. Other methods include sponsored sports events, conferences and seminars, training days, and supplier audits.
GRI principle G4-25 requires that organizations disclose the groups of stakeholders that are included in the stakeholder engagement process. Three organizations did not share this information, and one organization identified just one group of stakeholders. The rest of the organizations in our sample, however, engaged with two or more groups of stakeholders. Indeed, the vast majority of organizations in our sample reach out to employees (90.58%), customers (88.31%), shareholders (83.77%), suppliers (82.47%), local communities (78.90%), and governments (78.25%) in their SES reports. NGOs, meanwhile, are addressed by 58.77% of the organizations, while only 45.13% of organizations treat the media as stakeholders. Universities and research centers, trade unions/associations, competitors, professional institutions, and opinion leaders are addressed in 61.36% of the SES reports examined here.
In terms of the degree of stakeholder involvement, 11.37% of these reports feature stakeholder representatives that are part of a commission or a board. This type of stakeholder involvement was deemed "empowered" in our study, as it featured proactive roles for certain stakeholders, delegated decision-making power, and appointment of representatives in governing bodies. The most common situation-which was found in 71.57% of the organizations in our study-involved two-way communication with stakeholders, without necessarily involving them in any commission. The word "consulted" was used to describe this level of stakeholder involvement because it featured significant amounts of consultation, monitoring, and information gathering. The residual cases involve one-way communication between organizations and their stakeholders (12.37% of cases) or a complete absence of involvement (4.68%). These results show that most of the organizations actively engage with stakeholders and are willing to receive feedback from them, even if only a few organizations provide stakeholders with the means to directly influence corporate decisions.
In order to assess the coverage levels of these reports, we must understand the extent to which organizations describe the stakeholder engagement activities they purport to embrace. The results of our study show heterogeneous coverage levels. We detected superficial levels of coverage in 24.41% of cases (i.e. poor coverage of the stakeholder engagement process), intermediate levels in 56.52% of cases (i.e. crucial information is included, such as engaged stakeholders and preferred methodologies), and deep coverage levels in 15.72% of the companies (i.e. full explanation of the stakeholder engagement process and the inclusion of a wide variety of data).
Potential signs of DA
We paid special attention to certain practices that signal the presence of DA, focusing on three specific dimensions in SES reports. The first dimension is the presence of stakeholder opinions in the report. This is a tool that gives stakeholders a voice in the organization, allowing them to express both supporting and dissenting views. This could also foster debate among stakeholders on issues related to a firm's activities .
The second dimension is the disclosure of difficulties faced by an organization during the stakeholder engagement process. Of course, we are aware that organizations have few incentives to discuss bad news, as legitimacy theory suggests that organizations will only disclose positive information in order to legitimize their actions. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that organizations rarely release bad news voluntarily (Verrecchia, 1983; Dye, 1985; Verrecchia, 2001; Prencipe, 2004; Kothari et al., 2009) .
The third dimension concerns information about the methods and mechanisms that are used to encourage interaction among different groups of stakeholders, even those who adopt a divergent or agonistic perspective. These practices are the basis of democratic interaction (Medawar, 1976; Gray, 1997; Boyce, 2000; Gray & Bebbington, 2001; Dey, 2003; Brown, 2009 ) and are capable of enhancing our understanding of stakeholder engagement and fostering agonistic pluralism (Mouffe 1995 (Mouffe , 2000 (Mouffe , 2005 (Mouffe , 2013 . This could in turn pave the way for DA to emerge (Thomson & Bebbington, 2005; Bebbington et al., 2007; Frame & Brown, 2008; Brown, 2009; Blackburn et al., 2014; .
In order to account for the heterogeneity of the sample, we tested for the effects of size, location, and level of adherence to GRI-G4 standards on the disclosure of elements associated with DA. The results (see Table 7 in Appendix 2) indicate that there is only a weak effect associated with adherence levels, as it involves the disclosure of interactions among different groups of stakeholders. The other coefficients are not significant, so we can state that size and location do not influence DA practices, while level of adherence to GRI only weakly influences DA. We then tested the same equations using linear probability models, which found that size had a slight effect on stakeholder perceptions and cooperation among different stakeholder groups (see Table 8 in Appendix 2). Overall, we can say that characteristics like size, GRI adherence level, and location don't influence DA practices in a significant manner. However, these findings could be shaped by the fact that few companies actually show signs of DA.
a) Inclusion of stakeholder opinions in the SES reports
Stakeholder opinions on previous SES reports are not disclosed in 95.99% of the reports analyzed here. And in 9 out of 11 cases where stakeholder perceptions are disclosed, the opinions are positive. However, there is evidence of both positive and negative opinions in the other two cases. Here is an example of a report that features a discussion of stakeholder opinions:
…in 2012, ten of our main clients and analysts were interviewed for a Master's thesis on our sustainability reporting, which indicated that although our stakeholders were satisfied with our reporting, they wished for more information on sustainability targets, costs and product life cycles. (Cargotec 2015 sustainability review) The absence of these types of statements could be due to the fact that organizations have few incentives to include stakeholder opinions in their reports-especially negative opinions.
b) Statement on difficulties in stakeholder engagement
Our findings show that 30 out of 299 organizations report on the difficulties they encountered while engaging with stakeholders. Here is an example of this phenomenon:
While our internal policies are targeted at conflicts prevention, our relations with diverse stakeholders at times generate unavoidable friction and difference in opinions. (Zenith Bank plc 2015 sustainability report) The tendency to avoid reporting on this type of information could be due to a general reluctance to disclose dissenting views or bad news (Verrecchia, 1983; Dye, 1985; Verrecchia, 2001; Prencipe, 2004; Kothari et al., 2009) . Even though the GRI challenges companies to disclose both positive and negative information, some scholars have shown that corporate sustainability reports rarely feature voluntary disclosure of negative information (Deegann & Rankin, 1996; Lougee & Wallace, 2008) .
c) Interaction among different stakeholder groups
Our results show that 41 organizations in our sample (13.71%) disclose information about the methods/mechanisms they use to foster interaction among different groups of stakeholders. The most common initiatives are multi-stakeholder forums and meetings where representatives from different stakeholder groups are given opportunities to discuss their concerns. Here is a description of one of these events:
We also arrange strategic events and initiatives, such as the Volvo Group Sustainability Forum, that brings together stakeholders from different groups. (Volvo Group 2015 annual report) The organizations that are identified as potentially embracing DA have been subjected to an in-depth analysis in order to shed light on the effects of their stakeholder engagement activities and explain why creating dialogue among stakeholders has been encouraged.
In-depth analysis of DA practices
Ultimately, 62 organizations were identified as potentially embracing DA. These organizations included stakeholder opinions, statements on difficulties in stakeholder engagement, and/or information on interaction among different stakeholder groups in their SES reports. We performed two separate analyses in order to zero in on the specific practices adopted by organizations that engaged in DA. The first step was to compare the reports from organizations that engaged in stakeholder engagement with the reports that were released by the remaining organizations in our sample. The goal here was to verify whether companies that show signs of DA are more likely to engage with their stakeholders and disclose stakeholder engagement practices than companies that don't engage in DA. To make this comparison, we divided our sample into two sub-samples-one composed of the 62 companies that show signs of DA, and another composed of the companies that didn't. In order to determine whether or not the differences in the values of our nominal variables across the two sub-samples are statistically significant, we used Pearson's chi-squared test (see Table 4 ). The chi-squared test allows us to assess if the differences in the proportions of categorical data between two groups are significant.
We found that the 98.39% of the organizations identified as potentially embracing DA dedicated a specific section of their report to stakeholder engagement, compared to 80.59% of the remaining companies (p = 0.001). We also found that these organizations were more likely to claim that stakeholder engagement contributes to both the company's strategic objectives and the contents of their reports. 61.29% of companies in the subsample address both aspects, compared to only 29.96% of the remaining companies (p = 0.000). These results seem to confirm the important role played by stakeholder engagement activities and stakeholder engagement communication among organizations that encourage interaction with (and between) stakeholders. Our results also show that organizations that seem to embrace DA often feature "empowered" stakeholders that are more likely to be given positions on the board or on commissions. 20.97% of the companies that showed signs of DA featured "empowered" stakeholders; 67.74% featured "consulted" stakeholders; and 9.68% featured "informed" stakeholders. Meanwhile, 8.86% of the remaining companies featured "empowered" stakeholders; 72.57% featured "consulted" stakeholders; and 13.08% featured "informed" stakeholders. The significance of these differences was 0.036.
Entities that embrace DA are also more likely to address stakeholder issues outside the materiality check analysis (54.84% of the companies in the subsample, compared to 40.08% of the other companies; p = 0.037) and include quotations from stakeholders in their reports (38.71% of the companies that show signs of DA, compared to 17.72% of the other companies; p = 0.000). We also found a significant difference between the two groups in terms of the likelihood of finding either deep or intermediate coverage levels. Among the organizations that showed signs of embracing DA, deep coverage levels were found in 25.81% of the cases, compared to 13.08% among organizations that didn't embrace DA. Meanwhile, intermediate coverage levels were found in 62.90% of organizations that seemed to embrace DA, against 54.85% of organizations that didn't embrace DA (p = 0.003). We did not find significant differences between the two groups when all stakeholders are actually engaged. 69.35% of companies that show signs of DA engage all key stakeholders, compared to 62.87% of the other companies. The chi-squared test revealed that this difference was not significant (p = 0.477). Finally, we did not find significant differences in the number of cases where stakeholder engagement is addressed in the materiality check. 88.71% of companies that show signs of DA address stakeholder engagement for materiality, compared to 80.59% of the other companies. This difference was not significant (p = 0.136).
The results presented above show that the numbers associated with reports that dedicate a specific section to stakeholder engagement, the indication of stakeholder engagement as both a tool to formulate strategic objectives and prepare the report, the presence of stakeholder issues discussed outside the materiality check section, the presence of quotations from stakeholders, the presence of empowered stakeholders in an organization, and cases involving deep or intermediate levels of coverage are significantly higher among organizations that were identified as having signs of DA. These entities seem to give stakeholders more opportunity to express themselves, while also using SES reporting to emphasize the importance of stakeholders.
The second step of our in-depth analysis involved interviewing representatives from the 62 organizations that were identified as adopting some form of DA. This was done in order to understand why companies adopt DA practices and how this form of interaction affects stakeholders. A total of 16 organizations agreed to be interviewed (see section 3.2.2 for more details). Fourteen of these companies are privately owned, one is a public institution, and another is a subsidiary. Table 5 shows the country and sector in which each organization operates, as well as the various job titles of the representatives who were interviewed. Our findings provide insight into the various stakeholder engagement and DA practices that were identified in our content analysis. We divided our findings into five areas: a) role and effects of stakeholder engagement; b) role and effects of DA; c) how to support DA; d) managing dissenting views; and e) further evolution of stakeholder engagement and DA.
a) Role and effects of stakeholder engagement (questions 1-2-3 of the interview schedule)
All of the companies confirm the importance of stakeholder engagement and emphasize their attempts to build collaborative relationships with key stakeholders. The respondents also claim that it is important to involve stakeholders in the organization. Interview data seems to confirm that both organizational strategies and the contents of these types of disclosure must meet stakeholder demands. Indeed, our content analysis shows that companies that adopt DA practices often stress the dual role of stakeholder engagement in their strategy and materiality development. According to ID10, Stakeholders' engagement helps in understanding their concerns and expectations. It also helps in determination of material topics for our sustainability report leading to input in strategy formulation.
In other words, the answers provided by our interview subjects often emphasize the importance of stakeholder engagement. On the one hand, stakeholder engagement is significant because it helps strengthen relationships and encourage collaboration-because stakeholders are affected by the company's activities and can influence its success or failure. On the other hand, stakeholder engagement is necessary in order to encourage companies to respond to stakeholder needs and understand/consider their expectations. On a related note, stakeholder engagement is also important because it often provides opportunities for creating strategic advantages on specific issues and contributes to more successful project outcomes. Of course, different actors are often consulted for different reasons. For instance, consumers might be consulted to improve product development; intermediates might be consulted to further the partnership creation process; and local communities might be consulted to enhance a company's legitimacy. Nevertheless, our interviews suggest that stakeholder engagement is perceived as a fundamental tool in strengthening a company's relationship with its stakeholders.
b) Role and effects of DA (4-5-6-7)
All of the companies we contacted claimed to have adopted DA practices, thereby creating opportunities for stakeholders from different groups to cooperate and express their opinions. Although it is up to individual companies to determine how often they engage in dialog with their stakeholders, ID9 declared that
The most important dialogue is done in daily interaction between our employees and customers, suppliers, investors (...). We do so on a regular basis and in a variety of ways. Major policies and strategies creation and update include a public consultation of different groups of stakeholders which participate together to physical meetings with presentations, discussion fora, round tables, workshops, webinars and/or debates.
Other companies organize specific events related to stakeholder engagement, such as the Sustainability Roundtable Discussions that were organized by a Hungarian telecommunications company. According to ID3, these roundtable discussions consist of one-day events that (...) provide space for open dialogue with our stakeholders, to learn about their expectations, discuss the problems raised, opening platform for negotiation, joint thinking and cooperation in building a sustainable future.
The majority of respondents declared that they are willing to create dialogic opportunities in order to strengthen their relationship with stakeholders, that they are involved in the development of materiality checks that are geared towards sustainability reporting, and that they provide useful information for defining their various business strategies. However, DA practices aren't often used to mitigate discordant opinions and develop new alliances. Indeed, stakeholder dialog is most often used to assess risk and recognize potential opportunities. ID6 declares that Public consultations create opportunities for debate not only between the company and its stakeholders, but also amongst the stakeholders themselves. Such debates are very fruitful for the company and for developing strategies and policies, as they allow a better understanding of the need and expectations of our stakeholders. Additionally, these interactions can be occasions for the set-up of think tanks.
DA is also a useful tool for defining the various issues, topics, and indicators that are often found in SES reports. ID2 states that
The result of these interactions provides us with different points of view that will enrich the reporting process and help in defining the issues that are of a concern to our stakeholders either positively or negatively. c) How to support Interaction among different stakeholder groups is dependent on the contribution of various actors. Companies rely on CSR/Sustainability/Communication representatives to promote DA practices and initiatives; these representatives are often supported by other figures, including CEOs, members of the Board, external consultants, and employees who specialize in investor relations, marketing, human resources, risk management, and business development. For instance, ID3 clearly explains the roles different employees play and the process involved in adopting DA:
The Management Committee keeps contact with the stakeholders (e.g. General Meeting) through the Group Sustainability Coordination Council (GSCC). Incoming inquiries are received by the respective professional areas and critical comments regarding sustainability are transferred to the responsible staff members by the GSCC members. According to the relevant group directive, the strategic tasks are allocated to the respective Chief Officers. 50% of the bonuses of Chief Officers depend on the performance of collective objectives.
Companies often use several different channels while establishing and maintaining contact with various stakeholder groups. The majority of companies identify important stakeholders by considering groups or individuals that are significantly affected by the organization's business activities, outputs, or outcomes, or whose actions can be expected to significantly affect the organization's ability to create value over time. The stakeholders are profiled, mapped, and prioritized based on factors of influence, responsibility, proximity, dependency, willingness to engage with the company, and representation. ID4 describes how stakeholders are selected:
All suppliers from the respective region are encouraged to participate. Participants are convened via email from our Head of Corporate Sustainability and the regional supply chain manager. Participants are selected based on the issues faced in regards to sustainability throughout the year and the potential challenges that might be faced in the near future, which might have an impact on the sustainability goals achievement or will be of relevance in general. On the other hand, participants are chosen to ensure that representatives from all relevant groups are represented; both internals (innovations, sourcing, design department, employee representative) and externals (social NGOs, environmental NGOs, academia, other brands and industry initiatives) participants are convened throughout the year in both informal and formal ways.
Specific instruments might be necessary in order to help companies reach certain stakeholders and reduce obstacles that come about due to cultural and linguistic differences. According to some scholars (Brown, 2010; Brown & Dillard, 2013a , DA encourages experimentation with new forms of accounting and reporting by using previously ignored material, such as art, photography, and other types of images. Although these approaches can be helpful in expanding the scope of various accounting processes, few of them are used by the accounting profession (Brown & Dillar, 2014) . Regardless, adopting these new visual instruments allows companies to communicate their activities to a wider group of interlocutors and receive a broader range of feedback in a dialogic perspective. Out of the 15 companies included in this sample, only two tried to remedy their communication difficulties through these types of alternative instruments. As ID4 notes,
We translate the annual Business Review and Sustainability Report into Lao language for our key stakeholders in Laos. The report is also tailored to these stakeholders, employing more visuals to assist with messaging. Reports include extensive photographs that convey meaning to stakeholders on a wide range of material issues.
In this specific case, the company doesn't seem to take advantage of improving SES reporting methods. Surprisingly enough, most companies don't pay much attention to this issue, even though developing new DA practices isn't particularly costly. ID1, for instance, claims that There are not so many costs since this is built in the business process and catered for as a main source of information.
This statement draws attention to the various benefits of DA, including its value in gaining the trust of stakeholders and providing opportunities for collaboration. Indeed, most of the DArelated costs identified by companies are associated with organizing DA events. d) Managing dissenting views (13-14-15-16) DA is seen as an innovative means of improving reporting efficacy. In fact, disclosing dissenting views in SES reports can stimulate debate, while also making room for alternative points of view. However, including dissenting views in reports can also generate fears about the loss of legitimacy (Verrecchia, 1983; Dye, 1985; Verrecchia, 2001; Prencipe, 2004; Kothari et al., 2009) . Nonetheless, half of the companies interviewed for our study claim to have included dissenting views in their SES reports in order to improve the company's reputation. This can be explained by noting that disclosing discordant opinions demonstrates the company's willingness to consider multiple points of view.
Managing opposing views also requires that companies define the manner in which they address issues raised by dissenting stakeholders. Indeed, these issues could be seen as either a threat or an opportunity. According to ID11, Sometimes it is possible to engage in a fruitful dialogue and either the company or our stakeholder will modify its position making the initial dissenting views an opportunity. Sometimes, an agreement cannot be reached but understanding the causes of this impossibility can be a positive outcome for the future.
The majority of respondents in our study confirm that the organization and its stakeholders try to find a compromise whenever discordant opinions arise. In fact, companies are reluctant to impose their points of view or ignore conflict when minor issues are involved. When discordant stakeholders are not willing to cooperate anymore, the dialog usually draws to a close. However, companies often try to avoid this option, preferring instead to reach a compromise with stakeholders whenever possible. For instance, ID7 claims that the target is to get all issues resolved. Only in case it is a minor or even non-issue where the stakeholder is not willing to cooperate at all ending a dialogue could be considered. e) Further evolution of DA (12) The various representatives who were interviewed for this project are unanimous about the future of DA practices and the growing role of stakeholders. Interaction with stakeholders is of great importance for the future of most companies, and relationships with stakeholders will only deepen in the future. The sheer number of stakeholders should grow as companies move into new jurisdictions, as will their expectations. As a result, companies might decide to place greater emphasis on innovation in order to ensure economic stability and solve societal problems in a sustainable manner. ID8 sums it up nicely:
We predict an increasing demand towards sustainable corporate operations, which we are dedicated to live up to. Therefore, we are going to rely on the results of our stakeholder engagement processes even more.
Conclusions
The impact of dialogic interactions in SES reporting is under-researched and warrants closer attention. Despite the importance of stakeholders (Donaldson, 2002) and the various activities that are used to secure their input, stakeholder engagement is still an under-theorized area of study (Greenwood, 2007) . Many accounts focus on the attributes of organizations or the attributes of stakeholders, rather than the actual relationships that have emerged between organizations and stakeholders (Greenwood, 2001 (Greenwood, , 2007 Frooman, 1999) . Perhaps more importantly, the features and effects of dialogic interactions are rarely discussed in the scholarly literature.
Our study sheds light on these issues by pointing out how SES reporting serves as a vehicle of DA, while also addressing the role of stakeholder engagement in defining the contents of these reports. In order to accomplish this, we studied 299 GRI G4 sustainability reports, paying particular attention to the reported features of the stakeholder engagement process. We also complemented the results obtained from our content analysis with in-depth semi-structured interviews of representatives from organizations whose SES reports show signs of DA.
The results of our research enable us to reach some conclusions on: a) the various features of stakeholder engagement processes; b) the practices that can be used to facilitate stakeholder dialogue and include dissenting views through systems of DA; and c) why organizations are interested in DA and its effects on the organization, its stakeholders, and its strategies.
We found that organizations usually dedicate a specific section to stakeholder engagement, oftentimes stating that it is useful for both defining strategies and defining the materiality of the information included in the report. A majority of organizations claim that they are willing to create a dialogue with stakeholders by relying on various methods-such as meetings and surveys-that enable stakeholders to provide feedback and reply to inputs provided by the organizations. This is in line with research that sees stakeholder engagement not as a means of mitigating the expectations of shareholders, but as the creation of a network of mutual responsibility . However, although stakeholders appear to support the decision-making process by providing opinions and feedback, they are rarely ever directly empowered by being appointed to boards or commissions.
We highlighted cases where stakeholder engagement included parties and externalities that have traditionally been excluded from this process, thus reflecting the pluralistic expression of the public interest (Vinnari & Dillard, 2016) . Most of the organizations in our sample address several different types of stakeholders. This vast array of interests reinforces, at least on paper, one of the core principles of DA: the need to reject universal narratives in favor of strategies that accommodate a wider variety of perspectives (Vinnari & Dillard, 2016; Brown, 2009 ).
Our findings seem to confirm that organizations that create SES reports are also willing to engage stakeholders in a dialogue that flows in more than one direction. However, the degree to which stakeholders can actually broaden traditional forms of accounting is still discretionary and varies from organization to organization. Nonetheless, it is evident that SES reporting is a suitable platform upon which systems of DA can develop on top of existing stakeholder engagement processes, thus creating new streams of data from unconventional sources, including social media (Manetti & Bellucci, 2016; Bellucci et al., 2019) and dissenting members of local communities. If an organization is truly willing to conduct effective stakeholder engagement, then DA could act as a more comprehensive accounting framework that supports decision-making processes and dialogue. Accordingly, the dialogic dimension of accounting represents a key means of managing the decisions and continuous changes that organizations face on a regular basis (Perret, 2003) , which in turn provides individual stakeholders with a voice in the company, We also studied the smaller fragments of DA that emerged in our sample of organizations. At the core of DA is an emphasis on the effective participation of a diverse array of actors, be it in a convergent or agonistic perspective. The DA literature has valorized the concepts of deliberative-agonistic democracy (Brown 2009; Brown & Dillard 2013a and authentic engagement processes (Bebbington et al., 2007) in order to illustrate the agreements and disagreements that often emerge among various actors (Passetti et al., 2017) .
An explicit goal of DA is to compare multiple/conflicting viewpoints, rather than settle on a single perspective (Leach et al., 2010; Stirling, 2008) . In order to detect signs of DA, we focused on the opinions of stakeholder representatives in the report, the disclosure of difficulties met by organizations during the stakeholder engagement process, and the presence of mechanisms that are used to encourage interaction between different groups of stakeholders. Our results suggest that the opinions of stakeholders on previous SES reports and the difficulties met during the stakeholder engagement process are rarely disclosed. This could be due to the fact that companies have few incentives to report negative opinions or provide details as to how the stakeholder engagement process may have failed. However, a small group of organizations do provide opportunities for different groups of stakeholders to interact and cooperate through multi-stakeholder forums and meeting places. These venues could serve as excellent spaces for allowing different actors to contribute to a more dialogic brand of accounting.
In order to figure out why organizations are interested in DA and assess the effects of this type of interaction on the organization, its stakeholders, and its strategies, we made use of semi-structured interviews that complemented data from our content analysis. We analyzed the effects of stakeholder engagement and DA, the elements that foster a system of DA, how to manage dissenting views, and what organizations think about the further development of stakeholder engagement and DA processes. Our interviews confirm the agonistic perspective of DA, reinforcing the notion that different points of view enrich the reporting process and often create important opportunities for the company, even if a consensus is not reached. Our interview material is also interesting in a practical sense. After all, if companies unanimously agree that engaging stakeholders in a framework of DA will lead to growth, then it is important to recognize the need to develop tools that can assess the quality-and authenticity-of these processes, while placing special emphasis on each step of the SES reporting process.
Critical accounting theory has its roots in social critique and praxis, and initially arose from research on historical materialism and political economy. Since critical accounting research aims to enhance economic, social, and environmental justice through democratic institutions and processes, many researchers in this field have tried to emphasize the need for more effective political action (Dillard & Vinnari, 2017, p. 89) . Of course, DA fits this criterion by enhancing participation, sharing, and interaction, and giving voice to stakeholders, especially those who express dissenting views in an agonistic perspective. Thus, DA can encourage critical understanding and foster economic, environmental, and social change, which could provide researchers and practitioners with the opportunity to explore new paths of research in the accounting field.
In short, our study suggests that the dialogic orientation of the organizations included in our study is fragmented. Fully developed frameworks of DA, even in the context of SES reporting, are still rare or unreported. However, signs of change on this front emerged in both our content analysis and interviews. Indeed, our analysis confirms that stakeholder engagement processes and SES reporting represent viable and powerful platforms upon which DA can develop. Our study also provides some insight into the various features of SES reporting, with special emphasis on the extent to which organizations use stakeholder engagement as a vehicle of DA.
We understand that stakeholder engagement is not necessarily a responsible practice, or even a morally neutral process (Greenwood, 2007) . At the same time, SES reporting is a widespread and multifaceted practice that is often accused of acting as a mere instrument of legitimization. Our attempts to test the effectiveness of stakeholder engagement serves as one of the most straightforward ways of understanding the degree to which SES reports are relevant and significant. Moreover, SES reports tend to do a better job of addressing the legitimate concerns of stakeholders when they contain material information. We analyzed SES reporting because it allows us to understand how stakeholder engagement can make sustainability reporting more material, effective, and dialogic. While it is accurate to say that there is no firm link between stakeholder engagement and corporate responsibility-not even in the context of SES reporting-it is nearly impossible to create a true DA framework without engaging stakeholders and including their voices in the materiality assessment and/or decision-making processes.
By examining the role of SES reporting as a vector of DA, the present study sheds light on how companies and other organizations tend to avoid reporting aspects of their activities that are negative in nature. This is understandable, if only because of a clear lack of incentives and fears of damaging the organization's legitimacy. Indeed, many organizations might see DA as a self-harming process. However, in order to create a system of reciprocal trust that involves all stakeholders, organizations should be willing to create the most comprehensive and inclusive framework of accounting and reporting possible. Other studies (see, for instance, Rodrigue et al., 2013 and Cormier et al., 2004) have focused on the role of stakeholder influence on key performance indicators or corporate environmental disclosure. These authors identify possible developments in studies that investigate how stakeholder perspectives define the contents of various forms of sustainability disclosure. Inspired by the conclusions of these authors, we tried to better understand the role of dissenting opinions among stakeholders in drawing attention to social, environmental, and economic issues. In light of our theoretical framework and findings, we believe that unpleasant information can serve as a vehicle of DA, especially in an agonistic perspective. Moreover, dissenting points of views and frank assessments of the difficulties faced during the stakeholder engagement process in SES reporting can provide a more useful and realistic picture of an organization, thereby reinforcing the reliability of some of its more positive claims. In other words, a SES report built on the principles of DA can put to rest previous claims that SES reports are nothing more than idyllic reconstructions of reality that hide opportunistic attempts to improve an organization's legitimacy.
The current study has at least one limitation that should be addressed in future studies. Although we ran a fairly broad content analysis on a large sample of SES reports, and we carried out in-depth interviews with representatives from organizations whose reports showed signs of DA, one important voice was left out of the chorus: stakeholders. Future research should study the features of stakeholder engagement, the characteristics of SES reporting, and the various traits of DA as they are encountered by stakeholders themselves-especially stakeholders from marginalized communities.
The following equations have been used to test for the impact of size, GRI adherence level and geographic area on the adoption of DA practices:
Stpercep/Difficulties/Interaction = α + β1 Large + β2 Medium + β3 Small + β4 Comprehensive + β5 Core + β6 Africa + β7 Asia + β8 Europe + β9 Latin America + β10 North America + β11 Oceania + ε Where: Stpercep = dummy variable that equals 1 when stakeholder perceptions are disclosed and 0 otherwise Difficulties = dummy variable that equals 1 when difficulties met in stakeholder engagement are disclosed and 0 otherwise Interaction = dummy variable that equals 1 when information about interaction among stakeholder groups is disclosed and 0 otherwise Large = dummy variable that equals 1 when a company is labelled as large according to the GRI database and 0 otherwise Medium = dummy variable that equals 1 when a company is labelled as medium according to the GRI database and 0 otherwise Small = dummy variable that equals 1 when a company is labelled as small according to the GRI database and 0 otherwise Comprehensive = dummy variable that equals 1 when the adherence level to GRI-G4 standard is "Comprehensive" and 0 otherwise Comprehensive = dummy variable that equals 1 when the adherence level to GRI-G4 standard is "Comprehensive" and 0 otherwise Africa = dummy variable that equals 1 if the company is based in Africa and 0 otherwise Asia = dummy variable that equals 1 if the company is based in Asia and 0 otherwise Europe = dummy variable that equals 1 if the company is based in Europe and 0 otherwise Latin America = dummy variable that equals 1 if the company is based in Latin America and 0 otherwise Northern America = dummy variable that equals 1 if the company is based in Northern America and 0 otherwise Oceania = dummy variable that equals 1 if the company is based in Oceania and 0 otherwise
We have used a logit model to run the tests (Table 7) . We have also performed a linear probability model, using robust standard errors, as a sensitivity analysis (Table 8 ). -.420 (0.323) 
